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Darwin’s autobiography was never
meant quite as such: he wanted to
leave some thoughts for his
children and grandchildren about
his views on his life and how he
worked. The first edition did not
appear until forty years after his
death and was the work of his
son, Francis, who edited and
compiled the material left to him
and his siblings.
Darwin claims he was prompted
to pen some thoughts because his
charismatic grandfather, Erasmus
Darwin had written nothing of his
both wide and deep intellectual
endeavours. ‘I know that it would
have interested me greatly to have
read ever so short and dull a
sketch of the mind of my
grandfather, written by himself,
and what he thought and did, and
how he worked.’
Darwin says that he wrote the
account of himself ‘as if I were a
dead man in another world looking
back on my own life. Nor have I
found this difficult, for life is nearly
over with me. I have taken no
pains about my style of writing.’
He recounts several events
from his early life which may have
borne on his later development.
He recalls one incident that may
reveal his early interest in science
and willingness to challenge
contemporary thinking. He says
his father and elder sister
remember that, as a very young
boy, he had a strong taste for
long solitary walks; ‘but what I
thought about I know not. I often
became quite absorbed, and
once, whilst returning to school
on the summit of the old
fortifications round Shrewsbury,
which had been converted to a
public foot-path with no parapet
on one side, I walked off and fell
to the ground, but the height was
only seven or eight feet.
Nevertheless, the number of
thoughts which passed through
my mind during this very short,
but sudden and wholly
unexpected fall, was astonishing,
and seems hardly compatible with
what physiologists have, I believe,
proved about each thought
requiring quite an appreciable
amount of time.’
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While he may have had some
early insights, he found his
conventional and privileged
education of no value at all.
‘Nothing could have been worse
for the development of my mind,’
than what he was taught at
school in Shrewsbury, he
remarks. ‘It was strictly classical,
nothing else being taught, except
a little ancient geography and
history. The school as a means of
education to me was simply a
blank.’
He followed his brother to
Edinburgh to study medicine and
found himself equally miserable.
‘But soon after this period I
became convinced from various
small circumstances that my
father would leave property
enough to subsist on with some
comfort... my belief was sufficient
to check any strenuous effort to
learn medicine.’
Darwin recounts his parents’
despair at his lack of a career. To
his deep mortification his father
once said to him, “You care
nothing but for shooting, dogs
and rat catching, and you will be
a disgrace to yourself and all
your family.”
The life of a country gent grew
ever more appealing, however,
but was always tinged with guilt.
‘How I did enjoy shooting! But I
think that I must have been half-
consciously ashamed of my zeal,
for I tried to persuade myself that
shooting was almost an
intellectual employment; it
required so much skill to judge
where to find most game and to
hunt the dogs well.’
His father proposed that he
should become a clergyman. ‘He
was very properly vehement
against my turning into an idle
sporting man, which then
seemed my probable
destination,’ he wrote. ‘I asked
for time to consider, as from what
little I had heard or thought about
on the subject I had scruples
about declaring my belief in all
the dogmas of the Church of
England; though otherwise I liked
the thought of being a country
clergyman.’
However, Darwin left
Edinburgh and went to
Cambridge to acquire the English
degree he would need to enter
the clergy. But no pursuit at
Cambridge was followed with
nearly such eagerness or gave
him so much pleasure as
collecting beetles. ‘It was the
mere passion for collecting, for I
did not dissect them, and rarely
compared their external
characters with published
descriptions, but got them
named anyhow.’ He recounts one
example of his zeal. One day ‘on
tearing off some dead bark, I saw
two rare beetles, and seized one
in each hand; then I saw a third
and new kind, which I could not
bear to lose, so I popped the one
which I held in my right hand into
my mouth. Alas! It ejected some
intensely acrid fluid, which burnt
my tongue so that I was forced to
spit the beetle out, which was
lost, as was the third one.’
Eventually Darwin turns to the
events which marked his life. On
returning home from a short
geological tour in North Wales,
he found a letter from one of his
Cambridge tutors informing him
that a Captain Fitz-Roy was
willing to give up part of his own
cabin to any young man who
would volunteer to go with him
without pay as naturalist to the
Voyage of the Beagle.
‘I will here only say that I was
instantly eager to accept the
offer, but my father strongly
objected, adding the words,
fortunate for me, “If you can find
any man of common-sense who
advises you to go I will give my
consent.” So I wrote that evening
and refused the offer.’
On the next morning he went to
his uncle, Josiah Wedgwood’s
country estate at Maer, near
Stoke, to be ready for the start of
the September shooting season.
While out shooting, his uncle sent
for him and offered to drive him
over to Shrewsbury and talk with
his father, as his uncle thought it
would be wise to accept the offer.
‘My father always maintained that
my uncle was one of the most
sensible men in the world, and he
at once consented in the kindest
manner.’ 
Next day he started for
Cambridge to see his tutor and
then to see Fitz-Roy, and all was
soon arranged. ‘Afterwards, on
becoming very intimate with Fitz-
Roy, I heard that I had run a very
narrow risk of being rejected on
account of the shape of my
nose!’ Fitz-Roy was an ardent
disciple of phrenology and was
convinced that he could judge a
man's character by the outline of
his features; and he doubted
whether any one with Darwin’s
nose could possess sufficient
energy and determination for the
voyage. ‘But I think he was
afterwards well satisfied that my
nose had spoken falsely.’
Darwin describes the relief at
eventually settling down at a rural
home at Down in Kent. ‘Few
persons can have lived a more
retired life than we have done.
Besides short visits to the houses
of relations, and occasionally to
the seaside or elsewhere, we
have gone nowhere.’
‘During the first part of our
residence we went a little into
society, and received a few
friends here; but my health
almost always suffered from the
excitement, violent shivering and
vomiting attacks being thus
brought on. I have therefore
nothing to record during the rest
of my life, except the publication
of my several books.
He acknowledges that the
Origin of Species was the chief
work of his life. ‘It was from the
first highly successful. The first
small edition of 1250 copies was
sold on the day of publication,
and a second edition of 3000
copies soon afterwards. Sixteen
thousand copies have now (1876)
been sold in England; and
considering how stiff a book it is,
this is a large sale.’
Francis Darwin included just
brief comments on his other
books on which Darwin has more
publicly written. He includes
Darwin’s eventual wish and
conviction that his work might
contribute to the body of
scientific knowledge. 
‘I remember when in Good
Success Bay in Tierra del Fuego,
thinking (and, I believe, that I
wrote home to the effect) that I
could not employ my life better
than adding a little to Natural
Science. This I have done to the
best of my abilities, and critics
may say what they like, but they
cannot destroy this conviction.’
Magazine
R5
